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Editor’s Note: In the following article, Dr. 
Chantal Hofstee walks us through a power-
ful, in-depth process of using the intrinsic 
power of mindfulness to permanently re-
lease emotional patterns and blocks, free-
ing you to experience more happiness, bliss, 
peace of mind and joy.

There are four basic emotions that humans 
can experience:

 » Anger
 » Fear
 » Happiness
 » Sadness

All the other emotions that we experience 
fall under one of these four categories. For 
example, nervousness falls under fear, irrita-
tion falls under anger, and cheerfulness falls 
under happiness. 

All emotions are important, and they are 
there for good reasons. If humans did not 
experience any fear we would have become 

extinct a long time ago. Fear stops you from 
taking risks and doing things that could harm 
you. Anger is a signal that someone is over-
stepping your boundaries and that you need 
to intervene.

Sadness also signals that something is not 
right; maybe you have lost something or 
someone important to you. Feeling happy in-
dicates that things are going well and you are 
enjoying the people or things around you.

Well-being is often confused with an ab-
sence of fear, sadness and anger, but there 
is nothing wrong with experiencing any of 
these emotions; they are all valid and real, 
and each communicates something import-
ant. The mindful approach to emotions is to 
accept them, value them and listen to what 
they are there to tell you.

THE EMOTIONAL BALLOON
We can think of our emotions as an emo-
tional balloon with four openings. As we go 
through life, things happen and our emotions 
are stirred. The pressure in the balloon builds. 

The mindful approach to emotions is to 
accept them, value them and listen to what 
they are there to tell you.

“
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Through becoming mindful of what we are
feeling, we can ultimately transcend it and let go of
the negative emotions that block our happiness and

peace of mind once and for all.
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When enough pressure builds up it needs to 
be released, and it will come out through one 
of these four openings. The pressure can be 
released through anger, sadness, fear or hap-
piness.

Young children have all the openings of 
their emotional balloon wide open, which is 
why they can experience intense anger, sad-
ness, happiness and even fear in a matter of 
minutes. As you grow up, some of these open-
ings can become partially or even complete-
ly closed. Which openings remain fully open 
and which become partially or fully closed 
depends on your personality, the culture you 
grew up in, significant life events and your 
upbringing.

The extent to which the four openings are 
open becomes a blueprint for your emotional 
landscape as an adult. Closing off one or more 
openings leads to unbalanced reactions be-
cause the pressure cannot be released through 
the appropriate funnel. It builds up and then 
is redirected to come out through an alterna-
tive emotion. Here are some examples.

UPBRINGING
A boy grows up in a family where he is taught 
that boys don’t cry. He learns to see sadness 
as a sign of weakness, and therefore he com-
pletely or partially closes off the opening of 
sadness.

PERSONALITY
An introverted person is more likely to par-
tially or completely close off the ‘bigger emo-
tions’—anger and happiness—and to leave 
open the ‘smaller emotions’—fear and sad-
ness. The opposite tendency is likely for an 
extroverted person.

SIGNIFICANT LIFE EVENTS
Significant life events are events that at the 
time or afterward were experienced by the 
person as significant and are often accompa-
nied by a strong emotional response. Events 
such as losing a loved family member or suf-
fering any type of abuse (physical, emotional 
or sexual) are always significant events.
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You know you are stuck in an emotion when 
you cannot stop thinking about the event.“

Events don’t always have to be significant 
for everyone in order to have a deep impact 
on a child. For example, losing their teddy 
bear or being frightened by a fire alarm in the 
absence of parents can be significant events.

3 WAYS TO EXPERIENCE EMOTIONS
When you experience an emotion, there are 
three options. The emotion can:

 » become stuck,
 » be suppressed, or
 » be processed.

STUCK IN EMOTIONS
When emotions become stuck, you cannot 
move on from whatever experience triggered 
that emotion; both your brain and your body 
remain in an upset state. You know you are 
stuck in an emotion when you cannot stop 
thinking about the event that triggered it and 
you stay emotionally upset for days or even 
weeks (even if this is on and off). Most of us 
have experienced this at some stage, and 

when this state lasts for a long time, serious 
problems can occur. Being stuck in emotions 
is accompanied by an overactive brain state 
(a state of stress) and increases the risk of de-
veloping depression, an anxiety disorder, is-
sues with sleeping and post-traumatic stress 
disorder.

Post-traumatic stress disorder is an exam-
ple of a brain becoming stuck on an event and 
the emotions it has triggered. In this state the 
person can experience:

 » random flashbacks,
 » nightmares,
 » continuous high stress levels,
 » tensed muscles,
 » low mood,
 » agitation,
 » fear of returning to the place the event 
happened, 

 » changed sleep patterns,
 » change in appetite.

Here is an example:

MIND
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Someone said something unkind to you 
and you cannot stop thinking about it. Ev-
ery time you think back to what happened 
you feel tense, there is a knot in your stom-
ach and you get upset.

Rather than helpful thinking, your thoughts 
just keep repeating what happened, making 
you feel more and more upset.

SUPPRESSED EMOTIONS
The second option we have when it comes 
to emotions is to suppress them. Most peo-
ple don’t like to pay much attention to neg-
ative emotions. This can be because you are 
being hard on yourself (‘Don’t get upset, it 
was your own fault!’), or because you think 
paying attention to the emotion will make it 
worse instead of better (‘Just get over it, it’s 
no big deal.’), or because you have to keep 
going and don’t have the time or opportunity 
to allow your attention to dwell on your feel-
ings (‘I don’t have time to be upset, I have a 
deadline!’). This will lead to suppressing the 

emotion, which might work in the short term 
but leads to stress either in the moment or af-
terwards.

Think back to your emotional balloon and 
the openings that are partially or completely 
closed off. The emotions that you have learned 
to close off do not just disappear; they are 
transported from the conscious mind to the 
subconscious mind. You can compare sup-
pressing emotions to pushing a balloon un-
der water: it requires energy, and in time the 
balloon will just pop up again.

The same thing happens with suppressed 
emotions, they find their way into your 
thoughts and feelings and are often expressed 
in messy ways.

Here are some examples:

A colleague gives you negative feedback. 
You keep your frustration in but when you 
go out for coffee you are unfriendly to the 
waitress.

A mother is frustrated by her child but 
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Suppressed emotions find their way into 
your thoughts and feelings and are often 
expressed in messy ways.

“
tries to stay calm and patient. Then her 
husband comes home and she yells at him 
over something minor.

PROCESSING EMOTIONS
The third, and preferred, option of dealing 
with emotions is to process them. When you 
process an emotion your brain works through 
what happened and then stores the infor-
mation in the library of your brain in a neat 
and orderly way. Then the event becomes a 
memory. It might be an unpleasant memory, 
but when you think back to it you feel calm 
and remain in control of your thoughts and 
feelings. All events and emotions can be pro-
cessed, no matter how horrible they are. Sig-
nificant events like traumas often take more 
time to process than small events, but they 
can be fully processed and then stored in the 
mind’s library.

ACKNOWLEDGE—LINK—LET GO
The approach to mindfully processing emo-
tions proposed by therapist Pauline Skeates 

states that the brain requires three steps 
to process emotions. The first step is to ac-
knowledge the emotion, the second step is to 
link the emotion to the trigger, and the third 
step is to let the emotion go.

STEP 1: ACKNOWLEDGE
Your brain cannot process something that you 
do not acknowledge. In order to be processed, 
an event and the emotion attached need your 
kind and non-judgmental attention.

One way of acknowledging your emotion is 
by simply saying ‘hello’ to it.

 » Hello feeling nervous.
 » Hello anger.
 » Hello stress.

Saying hello to an emotion is a kind and 
nonjudgmental way of acknowledging it and 
activating the green brain state (a state of 
calm). This process ‘separates’ you from the 
emotion, which immediately gives you a dif-
ferent perspective and more control. It re-
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minds you that you are not consumed by this 
emotion. You are you, and this emotion is a 
temporary feeling that is here, in this mo-
ment. You are not anger; there is you, and you 
are saying hello to anger. You are not stress; 
there is you, and you are acknowledging that 
in this moment stress is also there.

STEP 2: LINK
The second step in processing an emotion is 
to link it to the event that caused it. A mindful 
way to make this link is to say to the emotion: 
‘It makes perfect sense that you are here giv-
en the situation.’ When you say this, either 
out loud or in your mind, your brain imme-
diately starts to make sense of why that emo-
tion is there.

It starts to scan your memory to look for 
the triggers that caused the emotion, and in 
this way your attention is brought to these 
triggers in a calm and non-judgmental way. 
Give yourself a moment to think about the 

things that come into your awareness, with-
out judging them or trying to make them any 
different. Simply notice what comes to your 
mind and observe these things in a kind and 
non-judgmental way. In that process the 
linking is done.

Once you start to practice this skill you will 
gain important insight into what is trigger-
ing your emotions. You can take the linking 
one step further by saying to the emotion: ‘It 
makes perfect sense that you are here given 
what I have gone through.’

Memories will come up, creating some-
times surprising insights and uncovering 
links you were not aware of. This often leads 
to the response, ‘I had no idea that past event 
was linked to why I am feeling this way, but 
now I see it makes so much sense.’

For most people, gaining insights into links 
between current emotions and past events 
gives immediate relief and understanding. 
This helps in applying the next step.
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For most people, gaining insights into links 
between current emotions and past events 
gives immediate relief and understanding. 
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STEP 3: LET GO
The last step of processing emotions is letting 
go. When you let go you are not saying that 
what happened was okay or that you will let 
it happen again. You are letting go of the emo-
tions so your brain can store it in the library 
of your mind and you can move on.

To let go:

 » Put one hand on your chest and one hand 
on your stomach.

 » Take a deep breath.
 » As you breathe out, relax and drop your 
shoulders.

 » Say or think, ‘I let it go.’
 » Repeat a few times.

Your emotions and physical body are man-
ifestly connected. When you think back to 
something you have not processed, it will 
lead to tension in your neck and shoulder 
area, and your breathing will become shal-
low. When you consciously take deep breaths 

and drop your shoulders, you are adjusting 
your physical body to help your mind process 
the emotion and let it go.

You can increase the impact of this step by 
placing one hand on your chest and the oth-
er hand on your stomach. When you do this 
something extraordinary happens in your 
brain: what we call the social engagement 
system is activated. This is a combination of 
brain areas that become active in meaning-
ful social interaction. By placing one hand on 
your chest and one on your stomach, you are 
activating the same brain activity that is ac-
tivated when you are holding the hand of a 
loved one.

Research shows that when the social en-
gagement system is activated, people feel 
more secure and confident. They also assess 
situations as less challenging. By adding this 
simple step to the Acknowledge–Link–Let 
Go (ALL) technique you are offering yourself 
emotional support and encouragement, as 
well as increasing your green-brain activity 
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When you let go you are not saying that
what happened was okay or that you will let
it happen again.
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and the effectiveness of the exercise.

WHAT IF ACKNOWLEDGE—LINK—
LET GO DOESN’T WORK?
Some emotions are processed after doing this 
exercise only once. Others take more time. 
This often depends on how strong the emo-
tion is. Every time you do this exercise you 
are taking a step in processing the event and 
emotion.

WHAT IF IT TRIGGERS ANOTHER 
UNPLEASANT EMOTION?
With more significant events you will often 
find that once you have processed one emo-
tion you may encounter another. When you 
do, just repeat the steps with this new emo-
tion that has come to your awareness. Once 
you feel calm and peaceful and can look back 
at what happened without your emotions 
being stirred again, you have fully processed 
the event and the emotion. 

Here are some examples:

LINKING TO THE SITUATION
Stuck in stress (destructive): Jenny is running 
late and feels stressed. She thinks to herself, 
‘What is wrong with me, why can’t I ever be 
on time?! I am definitely going to be late now. 
I can’t believe it, I am so bad at planning!’ She 
feels stressed, her breathing is shallow and 
her muscles are tense.

Processing stress (constructive): Jenny is 
running late and feels stressed. She says to the 
emotion, ‘Hello stress. It makes perfect sense 
that you are here, because I am late and I hate 
being late.’  Then she breathes out, drops her 
shoulders and says, ‘I let it go.’ Her breathing 
becomes deeper, her muscles relax and she 
feels calm and in control again.

LINKING TO THE PAST
Stuck in frustration (destructive): Kather-
ine becomes very frustrated when her part-
ner does not respond quickly enough when 
she asks him something. She thinks, ‘Why is 

MIND
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he not listening when I speak to him? It is so 
disrespectful!’ This makes her feel even more 
frustrated and she shouts, ‘Why don’t you 
listen to me!’ An argument is the result.

Processing frustration (constructive): Kath-
erine becomes very frustrated when her part-
ner does not respond quickly enough when 
she asks him something. She says to herself, 
‘Hello frustration, it makes perfect sense that 
you are here given what I have gone through.’ 
Then the memory of her father often ignor-
ing her comes into her mind and she realizes 
that her intense frustration with her partner 
is fuelled by the buried frustration of being 
ignored by her father. She takes a few deep 
breaths, relaxes her shoulders and lets it go. 
When she has calmed down she reminds her-
self that her partner is not like her father. This 
makes her want to connect to her partner in-
stead of becoming angry.

This article is excerpted with permission 
from Mindfulness on the Run: Quick, Effec-
tive Mindfulness Techniques for Busy People 
by Dr. Chantal Hofstee.

Dr. Chantal Hofstee is a clinical psycholo-
gist, who works in both the private and cor-
porate sectors. She uses the techniques of 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy and mind-
fulness to provide her clients with easy-to-
use skills that can be quickly and effective-
ly implemented to change their lives. She 
provides mindfulness courses and business 
training to enable people to take control of 
stress, improve focus, solve problems and 
become more creative. Visit her website: 
drchantalhofstee.com
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Your emotions and physical body are 
manifestly connected.“
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